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This study was conducted to determine the functions and perception of music as a 
communication tool in the movie industry. Music plays an important function to support 
the movie, as well as to enhance the audiences' viewing pleasure. Ear]y history showed 
that music was included in the beginning of movies for reasons other than aesthetic and 
gratification purposes. As time and technology developed, music remained as one of the 
important elements for communication purposes up to today. Past researches, models of 
the communication process and the uses and gratification theory is used to explain the 
functions of music in a movie. The methodology for this study involves 16-year-old 
teenager respondents, selected from four different secondary schools in the urban city of 
Jpoh, Perak. Two animated movies, Fantasia 2000 and Titan A. E were selected to 
examine the functions of musical elements in a movie. Based on a survey questionnaire 
distributed, there were no significant differences of music perception between male and 
female respondents. The findings revealed that a majority of the respondents are aware of 
the communicative functions of music in movies. However, it was discovered that not 





Kajian ini dijalankan untuk mengenalpasti fungis dan persepsi Muzik sebagai satu 
alat komunikasi di dalam industri filem. Muzik memainkan peranan yang penting untuk 
menyokong serta menambahkan kepuasan penonton sewaktu menonton filem. Sejarah 
awal menu~ukkan babawa zaman permulaan filem melibatkan pengunaan demen Muzik 
untuk tujuan-tujuan selain daripada tujuan estetika serta untuk memenubi kepuasan 
penonton. Walaupun masa dan teknologi sentiasa berubab, Muzik masih kekal menjadi 
salah satu elemen utama bagi tujuan komunikasi sehingga hari ini. Kajian-kajian lepas, 
proses model komunikasi serta teori penggunaan dan kepuasan akan dibincangkan untuk 
menjelas peranan Muzik dalam industri filem. Metodologi dalam kajian ini melibatkan 
responden berumur 16 belas tahun yang dipilih dari empat sekolab menengah di lpoh, 
Perak. Dua filem animasi, iaitu Fantasia 2000 dan Titan A. E dipilih khas untuk mengkaji 
peranan elemen dan persepsi muzik dalam filem tersebut. Berdasarkan pengagihan 
borang kaji soal-selidik, tidak terdapat perbezaan significant untuk persepsi Muzik di 
antara responden lelaki dan perempuan. Keputusan menunjukkan bahawa kebanyakkan 
responden sedar akan fungsi komunikasi Muzik dalam filem. Walau bagaimanapun, 
didapati bahawa bukan semua responden mengiktiraf elemen muzik sebagai satu alat 
komunikasi dalam industry filem. 
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The subject of communication has concerned scholars since the time of ancient 
Greece (Britannica.com). The word communication has always been associated with 
human relations; how people relate, or communicate with one another. The increasing 
world population, spatial boundaries, combined with the development of science and 
technology has resulted in the development of media tools, which enables for a wider 
distnbution of communication. The media that most often come to a person's mind are 
often newspapers, books, movies, radio, television and more recently, the Internet. 
Today, this type of communication is known as mass communication. Mass 
communication is important to reach and influence many people at the same time, be it 
on the individual or societal level. 
For most people, music is seen as an aesthetic art, an artistic perception enjoyed 
for its own sake, and nothing more. What people do not realize is that music has 
communicative abilities. Levi-Strauss (1966) says that the meaning of music cannot be 
determined by those playing it, only by those listening to it (cited by Turner, 1999). There 
is a similarity between a group of elite people listening to a piano recital in a concert, and 
a boy band performing to a bunch of adoring fans; that is, music communicates to its 
listeners. 
Movies or film, was the first electronic medium to be developed, before 
television, radio and the Internet. Although the movies almost 'died' in the 1950s due to 
1 
the threatening popular demands of television, movies survived, and is very much part of 
the entertainment industry in our society. Movies are classified as a mass popular 
entertainment medium because of its ability to attract a large and diverse audience. 
Producing a movie is a costly and complex affair as there are many elements involved in 
the production, like the actors and actresses, the script and even researching the 
audience's preferences. These elements are important to communicate the story line 
effectively, and as realistically as possible. One important element in a movie that hardly 
receives as much attention compared to the other elements, is music. 
We enjoy watching movies, be it at the cinema, on our television set or through 
our computers. As unique individuals, we all have different preferences for the movies 
we enjoy watching. Yet, as we relish and enjoy each movie we watch, we hardly pay any 
attention to the audio and musical elements that have been carefully composed for the 
purpose of communicating to enhance our viewing pleasure. 
Nonetheless, the role ofmusic scoring in movies is gaining worldwide recognition 
and acknowledgment. Many Hollywood events like the American Academy Awards and 
even The Oscars have allocated categories for the 'Best Music Award of the Year'. 
Music composers for movies submit their music scores, in hopes of winning an award 
(and gaining fame) which recognizes their music composition as an important 
: 	 contribution to the movie industry. This shows that music is acknowledged as an 
important element of the movie industry. 
2 
I 
Movies and its effects have always been the focus of much interest and research. 
Likewise, most of the research about music carried out has always been centered on the 
aesthetics of music as a pure art fonn. Researches carried out on both movies and music 
have always been discussed separately. There is no connection between music and 
movies whatsoever, although music has always been closely connected with movies from 
the very beginning of the medium's conception. 
This study will focus on the functions and perception of music as a 





This chapter will discuss the brief history and development of communication, 
music and the movie industry, which originated from the Western countries. One should 
take note that American movies are the focus of this study, as almost all-foreign English 
films are imported from Hollywood into our country. In this study, the term 'music' 
refers to film music, music composed for movies. This study will focus on how film 
music is used to communicate to the audience. It includes the problem statement of the 
researcher, who will study the functions and perception of music in the movie industry. 
The objectives stated in this chapter will help to determine the importance of this study, 
as well as the effective functions and perception of music in movies. It is important to 
avoid confusion and ambiguity by explaining certain definition of terms in this chapter. 
Limitations ofthe study are also identified 
1.1 Background of Research 
Since the days of the Greeks, music and drama have shared a close relationship 
(Prendergast, 1992:3). This relationship between music and drama developed throughout 
the centuries, until the opera was introduced in the 16th century. 
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During the early silent film era, before sound was discovered, melodic tunes from 
the piano or organ accompanied, what was then called motion pictures. For example, a 
Charlie Chaplin film might be categorized under the silent film genre. However, there is 
nothing silent about the film, because one can hear the background music accompanying 
Chaplin's antics on the screen. In time to come, filmmakers saw the potential of music as 
a source ofentertainment, which could be integrated into visual pictures. 
The background research is 
communication, movies and music. 














There are many types of communication. Intrapersonal communication, 
interpersonal communication and mass communication are, but a few types of 
communication in the wide scope of communication. As yet, there is no proper 
definition for communication. However, according to the Cambridge International 
Dictionary of English (1995), to communicate is to give successfully (thoughts, 
feelings, ideas or information) to others through speech, writing bodily 
movements or Signals. Similarly, Defleur and Dennis (1991) defmed 
communication as, the achievement of very similar (parallel) meanings in the 
person initiating a message and those receiving it. 
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Communication is a process, which requires the interaction between at 
least two people, a person who conveys a message (the sender) to another person> 
the receiver. When the receiver receives and understands the message, the 
receiver will usually respond and give feedback to the sender. 
This study is interested with use of movies as a mass communication 
medium. Movies are used to communicate to a diverse group of people, by 
sending out the intended messages quickly and efficiently. 
1.1.1.1 Functions of communication 
Communication has many functions. 
music, the following will explain the 
communication, to entertain and to infonn. 
In relation to movies and 
two main functions of 
1.1.1.la Entertain 
As a new medium in the early 1900, films were popular because 
they were entertaining and cheap. Whether it was watching a comedy or a 
western show, one of the main reasons people choose to watch movies 
was because they derived pleasure from it. When movies were first 
introduced, the main function of movies was to entertain, as people were 
seeking to escape the 'mundane activities of life' . People paid good money 




Music accompanying a movie serves to infonn viewers of what 
might and will happen next. Known as the 'foreshadowing of music', for 
example, the purpose of music in horror movies was to keep the audience 
in suspense. By listening to the music accompanying the action in a 
movie, the audience is able to perceive that something terrible is about to 
happen. In Alfred Hitchcock's famous movie, Psycho, the hastening 
tempo of the music during the bathroom scene was indirectly telling the 
audience that a murder was about to be committed. The music used in 
Psycho functioned to arouse the audiences' audio and visual perception, so 
as to infonn them of what might happen next. This part will be further 
elaborated in Chapter Two. 
1.1.2 Music - Bow Film Music Emerged 
Music is said to have originated as a form of communication between man 
and the Greek gods. In fact, the gods themselves were associated with music. One 
of the Greek gods, Apollo, carries a lyre and is known as the god of music. Music 
bas come a long way since the Greek days. The great philosopher Aristotle was a 
music student who had contributed to the development of music theories, while 
Plato had forwarded his ideas on the aesthetics of music. 
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The opera was introduced in the 16th century. A dramatic stage production 
where the story is narrated by singing, music was an important means of 
communicating to the audience. When motion pictures, also known as silent films 
at that time, were first introduced, there was always some sort of musical 
accompaniment for the silent fIlm. According to Becker and Roberts (1992), 
"By 1912, special musical scores were being written for the major 
films, and orchestras were often hired to play the music during 
each showing ... Orchestra pits were included in most major movie 
palaces built after 1914 to accommodate such large ensembles. " 
(pg.219) 
It was especially this time in need; music scores for films were in so much 
demand, that Max Winkler, a clerk in the Carl Fischer Music Store in New York 
City started cataloguing music for filmmakers. This new and significant system of 
catalogue contributed to, the film music and movie industry. It changed many 
musical terms to dramatic elements, like "villain lurks in the shadows", "hero 
makes his entrance", 'fighting scene" and many more (Zorn, 2000:391). 
Descriptive music was classified according to the style and mood of a movie. An 
example of this music cataloguing system can be found in Appendix B. 
Film music is divided into three different types of music; source music, 
background music and programme music. Source music is music that emanates 
from an observable musical source on the screen. For instance, in a scene 
featuring a dance hall, the music played by the visible orchestra in the movie is 
known as source music. Unlike source music, background music is not 
observable. One can only hear the music that accompanies the action of the film, 
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like the opening credits of a movie. Programme music functions to narrate a story, 
like in Fantasia 2000. According to (Riesenfe1d, 1925) in his article The 
Advancement in Motion Picture MuSiC, the greatest care is exercised in finding 
music that exactly reproduces the emotion of each scene as it appears on the 
screen. 
Before the start of the movie, the title and credits of the movie are usually 
accompanied by the music. Music provides an important clue to what the show is 
all about, whether it is a horror film or a love story. Track themes and movie 
themes are a source of identity for a movie. The music score for 'Jaws', a moyie 
about a man-eating shark, is a prime example for identification purposes. A few 
bars into the music, and anyone will remember the show. This was further proven 
, 
by Prendergast in his book Film Music - A Neglected Art (1992) when he 
commented that 'the genius of many of our film composers went to creating 
sounds and ideas to enhance the dramatic, visual and psychological intent of the 
film, rather than to musical structure and a pure musical aesthetic' (pg. xvi). 
Since the early days of motion pictures, music and movies have been 
inextricably linked. Music is easily adaptable and flexible in portraying the 
different genre of film shown. Today, all types of music is being integrated into 
films to enhance a visual picture, as well as make a movie more memorable. 
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1.1.3 Movies 
The birth of movies began with the use of a camera and projector to 
produce motion pictures. A key element to watching a motion picture was 
understanding how the eye perceives motion. When motion pictures was first 
introduced, people were contented with watching a silent, black and white moving 
picture on ~ screen for entertainment purposes. Thomas Edison, inventor of the 
light bulb, constructed the first camera for motion pictures called the kinescope in 
1894. The kinescope was a four-foot-tall box that allowed a person to watch a 
series of still photos "move" across a light source. Edison's invention was further 
developed by Frenchman Louis Lumiere, who invented a portable, suitcase-sized 
cinematographe, which could be carried anywhere. The invention of this new 
medium led to the construction of the first movie house, the nickelodeons. A 
charge of five cents for admission made going to the movies affordable for 
Americans. The American movie industry grew and prospered, where Hollywood 
is said to be the number one export of films, around the world. 
The addition of sound to the silent film was first introduced in 1921. Five 
years later, the first film with a crude musical score, Don Juan, was produced. In 
1927, the movie The Jazz Singer had the lead actor singing 'Toot, Toot, Tootsie' 
and 'Blue Skies'. The Jazz Singer was a big hit with the audience. More theaters 
began to covert to sound, and by 1930, the days of the silent film were over. 
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The tenn 'movies' and 'films' have always been interchangeably used. 
However, there are profound differences in approaching these two tenns. Movies 
seek to provide enjoyment and relaxation, while films attempt to convey 
enlightenment through challenge and involvement (Jowett & Linton, 1989:16). 
Honey, I Shrunk The Kids and Star Wars are a few examples of what is 
categorized as a movie while Citizen Kane, and Gone With the Wind are classified 
under films. This study will solely concentrate on movies, a more common 















Figurel.1ncidence ofMotion Picture Attendance Among Adult and Teenage 
Public, July 1990 (Data from the American Motion Picture Association , 
cited by Biagi, 1992) 
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Figure 1 shows the attendance of movies among the different age group in 
America. The invention and introduction of movies attracts a young audience, 
mostly teenagers, aged 12-20, more than any other age group. Although teenagers 
make up only 15% of the population in America, they make up 30% in terms of 
movie admissions. The statistical figures differ slightly according to Dominick 
(1987), 
Frequent moviegoers (those who see at least one film a month) 
account for 87% of all film admissions. These frequent fans are 
generally single, within the 16 to 20 age group, more educated, 
from middle-class families, and from urban areas. 
1.2 Problem Statement 
Malaysian teenagers may enjoy listening to pop music, but they have little 
exposure and knowledge to all kinds of music compared to teenagers in Western 
countries. It is assumed that the different background, lifestyle and culture of the 
Malaysian society has influenced their preference for music. 
Film music is an exceptional case, in that, when one is watching a movie, the 
viewer is subjected to the music that is composed for the movie. Many Malaysian 
teenagers enjoy watching movies and pay great attention to the visuals on the screen, but 
it is assumed that a majority of Malaysian teenagers are not even consciously aware of 
1he communicative music element used to enhance a movie. For example, people who 
make comments like "It was a scary movie" or "It was a nice and romantic movie" do not 
realize that music plays a supporting role and is responsible for making the movie as 
12 
realistic as possible. Consider the movie Independence Day (1996). Most thought that the 
movie was great. due to the use of special effects and computer graphics, but film music 
critics from the West acknowledged the superb music piece used in the movie had also 
contributed to the success of the movie. 
There has been little research done on the functions and perception of music 
communication in a movie. Even the little research done on film music is carried out 
from the Western perspective. This study which will be carried out, is centered on the 
Eastern perspective, where respondents have little exposure to film music. It is perceived 
that the lack of references and resources will cause some difficulty in carrying out this 
study. 
It is expected that the respondents will have a limited knowledge and awareness 
on the communicative functions of film music. Nevertheless, the researcher does not 
expect much contrast among respondents perceiving and identifying a music piece. 
1.3 Objectives 
The objective of this research is to study the functions and perception of music as 
a communication tool through movies. This research will also study how music functions 
and is perceived to enhance and gratify the audiences' need for entertainment through 
movies. 
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